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ANTHROPOLOGY 
ECONOMY AND INTEGRATION IN A CHANGING 
IRANIAN VILLAGE 
GEORGE J. JENNINGS 
Northwestern College, Minneapolis 
Introduction: The purpose of this paper is to examine briefly the 
economic structure of an Iranian village and to suggest that it is the 
dominating integrative force in such a rural community. There is 
general concession that Middle Eastern villages are woven together 
into a structural-functional fabric by three major classes of phenom-
ena: ( 1) family and kinship, ( 2) religion, and ( 3) economic life. 
The significance of the first two is recognized, but this review will 
focus its attention on economic structure and organization because 
it is believed that these features are the most important in explaining 
the existing form of society in this village. 
Coon has correctly suggested that the Middle Eastern village is to 
be understood in relation to such geographic matters as arable land, 
favorable temperatures, and adequate water supply (1958: 172-174). 
In much of the Iranian plateau, water supply largely determines the 
size of villages as well as related socio-economic features because re-
sources of arable land usually exceed water supply necessary for 
irrigation. The supply must be greater than the amount essential for 
a single family of a man, his wife, unmarried children, and perhaps 
a surviving parent or unmarried relative. The social unit of this size 
cannot perform the seasonal agricultural tasks which are the basis for 
the peasant economy. Occupational chores requiring the cooperation 
of fellow peasants include irrigating, plowing, sowing, reaping, thresh-
ing, building, and others. Hence the minimum village size is seldom 
less than a dozen households (Coon, 1958: 175). Furthermore, water 
supply also limits the maximum size of the village to irrigated fields 
readily accessible to the village farmers. Where water supply is ade-
quate, and the village is dependent solely on agriculture, the popula-
tion seldom exceeds a number who can be supported from fields 
within two hours' walk, with oxen, from the central dwellings. 
This relationship between water, land, location, and size is perti-
nent to this study because these elements are critical to the economic 
structure of Mamazan, a changing village in north central Iran. The 
change has not completely disrupted the basic pattern of most 
economic relationships, but rather has emphasized the role of the eco-
nomic system in the structural-functioning of the village culture. 
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This analysis will refer occasionally to the development project 
of the Near East Foundation. This philanthropic organization has. 
been a dominant agent in causing change in the village's economy for 
the last fourteen years. The Foundation selected Mamazan to be a 
strategic pilot project where their threefold program of education, sani-
tation, and mechanization could be tested. To the directors, the village 
was to be an "island of progress" to stimulate emulation by neighbor-
ing villagers and landlords. 
Description: Mamazan is located about twenty-five miles southeast 
of Tehran. It shares with numerous other villages the relatively fertile 
lands of the Veramin Plain, the alluvial piedmont which forms the 
immediate hinterland of Iran's capital city. The silt-laden Jagi River 
flows from the nearby Elburz Mountains to provide Mamazan and 
neighboring villages with a fluctuating and uncertain source of water. 
The water supply is usually inadequate during the summer, therefore 
its division by surface channels is closely supervised and is a frequent 
source of antagonism between the villages. 
The older section of Mamazan is a compact, rectangular settlement 
of square, dome-roofed mud houses enclosed by a ten-foot mud wall. 
Kuchehs, the alley-like streets, divide the village into small com-
pounds, each of which typically has three aligned rooms facing a 
houseyard set off by low mud walls. The windowless rooms usually 
include a living room for both sleeping and entertaining, a storeroom 
which also formerly served as a livestock shelter, and an open-sided 
room used for cooking and other domestic chores. To accommodate 
the greatly increased population, new sections have been added using 
the walled, rectangular pattern but with more spacious yards and 
larger rooms. Some of the new dwellings are constructed of sun-dried 
bricks and have windows and wooden doors. 
Other changes include new public buildings: a bathhouse, mosque, 
schoolhouse, slaughterhouse, bakery, barbershop, cobbler's shop, 
granary, and two grocery stores, one of which includes a butcher 
shop. Livestock pens and shelters have been constructed in order to 
remove the animals from the villager's living quarters, and some of 
the gardens and the orchard are enclosed within high mud walls ad-
joining the dwellings to permit access and guarding. A teacher's train-
ing school for boys was built immediately across the road from the 
village. Although few boys from Mamazan attend, several of the 
school's staff have established homes in Mamazan to increase the 
number of those ·not engaged in farming. One of the training school's 
two drilled wells is the source of water for Mamazan's piped system 
which serves most of the households; and, in times of critical short-
age of river water, the village purchases well water to save garden 
and cotton crops. 
The fields surrounding the dwelling area are planted to crops of 
wheat, melons, cucumbers, cotton, legumes, and barley. The more 
remote lands, as well as the infertile, sandy areas, are used for the 
grazing of sheep, goats, and cattle. Formerly the fields were small, 
irregularly shaped plots outlined by irrigation channels, but now most 
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of these have been combined into larger fields to facilitate the use of 
tractors and mechanical equipment. There are, of course, no fences, 
for grazing livestock is always under the charge of the herdsmen and 
their sons. 
Mamazan's population increased from an estimated 110 in 1946 
to 394 in 1959. It seems likely that there were two or three specialists 
at the time of the first count; the rest of the estimated twenty-five 
family heads then were farmers. An analysis of the eighty families 
living in Mamazan in 1959 revealed the following items: thirty-six 
family heads were farmers, seven were employed by others for farm-
ing, six were shopkeepers or merchants, six were tractor operators, 
twelve were members of the Teacher Training School's staff, three 
were masons and builders, three were paid village leaders, two were 
employed in the bakery, and there was a baker, a barber, a truck 
driver, a bus driver, and the village school custodian. 
Historical Background: Historically, Mamazan is probably a little 
over a century old. Whatever information that is available is not com-
pletely reliable, but according to Amir Hekmat, a recognized historian 
for the Veramin area, the founding of Mamazan was most likely an 
economic enterprise by a court favorite of the Qajar rulers (Personal 
communication, July, 1959). The evidence suggests that earlier settle-
ments in this area had been abandoned during a prolonged famine 
near the middle of the nineteenth century. As Lambton has noted, 
lands and villages were frequently transferred from one group of land 
owners to another when there was political upheaval and a change 
in rulers (1953 :259). It is not clear whether the village became a 
charitable endowed property ( vaqf) after it had become part of the 
crown holdings (khaliseh) during the reign of Reza Shah Pahlavi, 
or if it was declared such following his abdication in 1941. In any 
event, Mamazan became part of the Endowed Properties whose in-
come is directed to such charities as an orphanage in Tehran. In 
1946, the Near East Foundation secured permission from the Iranian 
Government to lease the village for its pilot project in rural develop-
ment. 
The point of this historical note is that the settling of Mamazan, 
as is true with many Iranian villages, was essentially an economic 
arrangement. The landlord, whoever he was, viewed his land as a 
source of gain. To promote this venture, a village was founded on 
land where water was available and peopled with peasants who were 
encouraged to leave famine areas or overpopulated villages with the 
promise of greater economic advantage. Kinship, family, and religion 
were of secondary importance in the settlement and structure of the 
new village. Of course families and kin groups often migrated to-
gether to new areas, and, with the prevailing tendency of endogamy, 
soon developed a network of kinship ties in the new village. 
Social Structure and Organization: The family is the basic social 
grouping in the community. It is common knowledge that Middle 
Eastern families are patrilineal, patrilocal, patriarchal, and extended 
in form (Patai, 1952:20). Also, double standards of sex mores pre-
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vail with rigorous sanctions and punishment for female unchastity. 
Each person is subordinate to his family and his participation in other 
and larger social segments is as a member of a family. Women re-
main veiled in the presence of all adult males except those of the 
immediate family who constitute the incest taboo group to the wom-
an. The cousin right in marriage ( doktar amu), or the marriage be-
tween children of male siblings, is regarded as the ideal type in spite 
of the fact that it does not occur in most of the marriages. All of these 
traits are generally true in Mamazan .. 
Marriage and the family are understood best when seen in respect 
to their economic features. Only three of the thirty-six farmers were 
not married in the summer of 1959, and each of the three was an 
elderly widower. It is a distinct disadvantage to remain single for the 
family functions as an economic unit. The woman's role, beside rear-
ing children and domestic tasks, is one in which she supplements the 
husband's income by raising chickens, milking cows, gathering dung 
for fuel, and gleaning in the harvest fields. The affectionate ties which 
occur betwen husband and wife in Mamazan are almost always the 
consequence of two factors: the success of the wife to bear children, 
especially a son, and her ability to contribute to the family's economic 
welfare. There is no more cutting insult that a wife may fling at her 
husband than the accusation that he is "empty handed," by which 
she means he does not provide adequately for his home. Children 
enter into the struggle for the family's livelihood at an early age with 
girls assisting their mothers and the boys tending flocks and herds or 
assisting with the work in the fields. 
The economic emphasis is apparent also in marriage arrangements 
and the occurrence of polygyny. The mahr, or financial stipulation to 
protect the wife in case of divorce, is required in the marriage con-
tract at the wedding, and the amount, preferably in gold, is deposited 
with the village headman as a guarantee that the husband will not 
divorce his wife capriciously. Religious notions seem to be less force-
ful than this financial force in maintaining the marriage bond. In an 
attempted divorce procurement in 1959, a peasant sought release 
from his wife in order to marry another, but the headman ruled that 
the applicant would forfeit the mahr and would be forced to leave the 
village if he persisted. The basis of the ruling was overwhelmingly 
economic and the divorce was not obtained. 
Polygyny occurs in two cases in Mamazan and the economic influ-
ence is evident in both. The two polygynists have acquired consid-
erable wealth in recent years as a direct result of the development 
project's activities; both became specialists as tractor drivers and 
owners while continuing to exercise their farming rights. One also 
became a half owner of the combined store and butcher shop. They 
can afford therefore the luxury of an additional wife and have no 
need of supplementary income of either of the wives, who now share 
in the domestic chores of the enlarged household. The second wife is 
really a prestige symbol in two ways: she is indicative of wealth, and 
she is the potential source of a larger family as a younger woman 
than the first wife. In response to the question put to the married 
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men in Mamazan, "Would you like to have more than one wife?", 
most men answer that they would if they could afford them. 
Kinship in the village conforms to the expected patrilineal pat-
tern. These patrilineages are a means whereby economic, political, 
and individual interests are given form and expression, however it is 
through their economic features that they serve as a principal integra-
tive force in the total structure. On the basis of incomplete data, 
there seem to be at least nine lineages represented in the community 
with the most numerous, named Khorasani, accounting for about 
twenty-five per cent of the village households and population. The 
typical lineage representation is the patrilineal extended family of a 
father with his sons and grandsons, and a father's brother or male 
cousin with their sons and grandsons. There is no evidence of any 
lineage having four generations represented contemporaneously due 
to the fact that fifty years is old age for the peasant, men usually 
marrying the first time when in their twenties. 
The integrating role of kinship is quite apparent in economic or-
ganization. For example, it will be remembered that endogamy pre-
vails and the bride is selected ideally from the father's lineage although 
the relationship is usually more remote than first cousins. The mutual 
responsibilities within the lineage are intensified by obligations at-
tending the marriage contract when the groom becomes indebted to 
kin members who have contributed financially to the marital arrange-
ment. The customary inheritance laws which favor the sons in the 
family, especially the eldest son, also illustrate the economic influence 
in village relationships by the fact that property and land rights are 
retained within the kin groups. 
In the political organization of the village, it is significant that the 
three most important leaders did not attain their positions on the basis 
of kinship affiliation. The three leading offices are the kadkhoda, or 
village headman, the mirab, or water supervisor, and the dashtban, 
or field watchman. That none of these key leaders at present belong 
to the dominant lineage indicates that kinship operates on a secondary 
level in respect to total village life. The appointments were made by 
the landlord on the basis of personal qualifications which are defined 
for the most part in terms of ability to promote efficiency and to 
encourage cooperation with the innovations made by the Near East 
Foundation. 
The kadkhoda, or village headman, is the appointed executive and 
serves as an intermediary between landlord and tenants. (None of 
the villagers in Mamazan own either dwellings or land.) He is also 
reimbursed for his services by the landlord who fixes his salary pro-
portionately to the rental fees received from the peasants. Specifically 
in the case of Mamazan, he may be regarded as a collecting super-
visor of funds for a philanthropic association. The kadkhoda is 
recognized by the state government as a local constable who arbi-
trates in minor disputes and crimes, who certifies marriages, births, 
and deaths, and verifies eligible draftees for compulsory military 
service. The major function, however, by which the kadkhoda retains 
his office is to supervise the village economy for the best interests of 
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the land owner. Fortunately for the Mamazani, in contrast with many 
Iranian villagers, the landlord is a benevolent organization with an 
interest in the peasant's welfare. Even so, the kadkhoda has distinct 
economic advantages for his salary is comparatively greater than other 
village employees, and he continues to receive additional income from 
his own land rights and crops as a village farmer. 
The mirab, or water supervisor, and the dashtban, or field watch-
man, rank next to the kadkhoda in political and economic influence 
in community life. One evidence of the importance of their positions 
is that they are provided with horses to fulfill their obligations. Even 
in the rapidly changing means of transportation found in the village, 
as, for example, bicycles and buses, the horse remains a prestige 
symbol. The activities of both mirab and dashtban are clearly eco-
nomic and both are paid proportionately to the villagers' productivity. 
Thus an equal distribution of the inadequate but vital water resources 
is directly related to crop production and is poignant evidence of the 
economic and status rank assigned to the mirab. Similarly the dasht-
ban' s official status is conspicuous by his presence at the measuring 
and division of all crops. As a matter of fact, he carries the official 
wooden stamp by which he seals every pile of grain prior to its divi-
sion and removal to peasant or landlord's storage bins. As in the case 
of the kadkhoda, both the mirab and the dashtban are appointed by 
the landlord; both are paid by him with accountability to him rather 
than the peasants; and both continue to retain their farming rights in 
land and crops. 
A question arises in connection with these specialized leaders: How 
are they able to retain these offices as well as their rights within one 
of the farming groups with certain rights to a share of the village land 
and crops? The answer is that they become employers themselves by 
hiring men without land rights, either from Mamazan or a neighbor-
ing village, to perform the usual farm tasks. This is possible due to 
their economic position and because there is a surplus of manpower 
in the Veramin area. Two factors have contributed to this surplus: 
improved health conditions and lower mortality rates, and the lim-
ited resources of water that prevents village enlargement. Although 
many migrate to towns or cities, some are reluctant to leave their 
home villages and eagerly welcome employment opportunities nearby. 
Mamazan is especially attractive with its comparatively higher wage 
levels and advanced economy under the development project. Con-
sequently, change has increased specialization in the village and has 
intensified the economic role of its structural elements. 
It is impossible to understand Mamazan's social and economic 
form without reference to the buneh, the cooperative working unit 
of four farmers. The basis of the buneh system is the amount of land 
necessary to support a peasant family according to the traditional 
way of life. The emphasis upon various elements in the culture in-
cluding the growing of cereals, especially wheat, field farming with 
plows and draught animals, tenancy, and the scarcity of water have 
contributed in evolving this organizational feature. The term, buneh, 
literally means an area of plowed land but also conies to mean the 
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association of men formed to till that area. In the Veramin area, about 
forty acres was needed to provide the minimal needs of four peasant 
families after rental fees and other costs were met. It may be further 
explained that crop production in the area involves five contributory 
elements: land, water, seed, draught animals and implements, and 
human labor. When harvested, the crop is divided into five parts with 
a share allocated to each contributor. Before the development proj-
ect, the peasant usually could claim but one part because his sole 
contribution was his labor; hence, he received one fifth of the crop 
from about ten acres of land. 
The buneh is essentially an economic affiliation and functions most 
clearly as such, but, by the fact of its cooperative nature, it is sig-
nificant as a unit in the political structure also. Each buneh is repre-
sented by a leader in the village council meetings when the annual 
allotment of land is made or when other matters pertinent to the 
agricultural routine are considered. This leader is typically an older 
farmer whose experience commands the respect of the buneh mem-
bers and other officials in village meetings. Surprisingly, there is no 
evidence that his leadership status is one of economic advantage over 
the other buneh members. Endogamous tendencies and kinship 
strengthen the buneh links in some cases but there is a low degree 
of correlation between kinship and buneh membership. Of the nine 
buneh operating in 1959, only one was comprised entirely from a 
lineage; two others had three members from one lineage, while the 
others were heterogeneous. 
One final structural element must be included in a discussion of 
economy and integration in changing Mamazan. The buneh were or-
ganized to get the job of agriculture done but they could not have 
operated as such without the help of draught animals, that is, oxen. 
However, few farmers possessed oxen, therefore it was necessary to 
hire their services from an oxen owner, the gavband. If the gavband 
was a member of a buneh, his contribution to the crop was two ele-
ments and his share at harvest would be two-fifths. He would re-
ceive in addition one-fifth of the crop share of the other three mem-
bers of his buneh. The economic advantages to the gavband are 
obvious and his wealth status gave him considerable influence in the 
village council and affairs. Lambton has pointed this out in her 
analysis of the crop-sharing peasant for she states that the gavband 
actually represented another intermediary between the peasant and 
the land owner as a result of his economic position in the community 
structure (1953: 302). 
This structural feature was critical in the innovation process of 
the development project, especially in the introduction of tractors, 
for its form fostered technological adoption with a minimum of dis-
ruption to the total system. When the Near East Foundation intro-
duced the tractor to replace oxen, the gavband were among the first 
to accept the more efficient means in plowing and other heavy tasks. 
Their initial reluctance disappeared rapidly in the face of increased 
yields, and, despite early losses in competition with the tractors, they 
became tractor operators and owners. Thus they fulfill the funda-
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mental function in the buneh system with greater efficiency without 
disintegration to the basic pattern of that system. 
Conclusion: It is obvious that other factors are at play in a chang-
ing village where the traditional subsistence economy is being re-
placed by a commercial system. The peasants, or more correctly, 
farmers, if we accept Redfield's distinction (1956:27-28), are turn-
ing more and more to cash crops to increase their income under the 
permissive directorship of the Near East Foundation. Consequently, 
they are being drawn into an economic orbit that has been relatively 
foreign and remote from their way of life. The implications of this 
are topics for other studies. This paper has attempted to suggest that 
the early changes in Mamazan have underscored the integrative forces 
of economic features in the village structure. · 
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